Vet-to-Vet National Peer Support Teleconference
September 08, 2008 at 1:00pm

Roll Call

Moe Armstrong – Facilitator                              Phoenix
Albany (VISN 2)                                                 Providence

Battle Creek                                                        Tuscaloosa
Birmingham                                                        Tuskegee

Canandaigua – Pam – Call Secretary                 West Haven

Derry                                                                   West LA

Indianapolis                                                         Lisa Goodale, Peer to Peer Resource Center, DBSA
Omaha                                                                 Patricia Sweeney, VISN 1 MIRECC

Orange County

Topic for Discussion:  Delicate subject matter in groups
One site commented that political discussions may not be appropriate in the group meetings because passing comments could offend some group members. This site reported that a few people left their group due to such discussions. As a result, the site decided there are three topics not allowed in their groups:

1) War 

2) Politics  

3) Religion--unless the site has a guest speaker such as a clergyman
Another site added that anyone can come and observe a group, but unless the individual is a veteran, they can not participate.

Moe stated that it is good to encourage veterans to maintain control over topics themselves and that it is alright for group members to express their own spiritual beliefs but not to impose their beliefs on others. 
One site’s facilitator is an ordained minister, and he stated he refrains from sharing his own beliefs in the group. If members of his group want to discuss a particular religion, the facilitator encourages them to talk about it after the group meeting. Moe concurred with this opinion and he encouraged group facilitators to be available for 30 minutes before and after the group meetings so that any group member(s) can talk with the facilitators to follow up on a topic of personal interest. 
There was a general discussion about which topics to allow discussion on in the groups and how much time any one group member could have to share his/her personal opinion on issues such as religion and politics. Some sites believed that war, religion, and politics should not be part of the group discussion at all. Other sites disagreed and believed that discussion of these topics was alright so long as the group members want to discuss these issues and the facilitators guide the discussion so that the group members tie their stated beliefs to their coping strategies and recovery. 
One site reported that they inform group members that they can each have two minutes to share their opinion in the group, and then they are encouraged to continue their discussion with interested group members after the group. Another site asked whether members of a small group can have more time to talk than the 2-minute rule allots. Call participants responded by suggesting that the group facilitators should use their judgment and remember that their role is to “keep the group on track.” 
Several call participants shared their perspectives on whether religion and spirituality should be group topics. A few call participants stated that groups should refrain from discussing any specific religion, but group members could discuss their spiritual beliefs. The concern about discussing religion was that it might develop into a situation where the group members “one-up each other over their Bible and argue that one’s better than another.” Canandaigua stated that in their spirituality group, the facilitator begins each group meeting by reminding the members that “we all have our own individual belief systems, and that is all right. We are here to learn from each other, not convert each other.” Two sites reported that Bible study groups have developed as off-shoots from the Vet-to-Vet groups because the group members were interested in having groups focused on this topic. Moe stated that he is reluctant to stifle group members’ desire to discuss their religion because he has found that when he has allowed the discussion and “when I open myself up to it, it has been a learning experience for me.”
Topic for Discussion: Tension between facilitators

Moe stated that he has occasionally visited sites where he observed that the co-facilitators did not appear to get along with one another and agree how to facilitate their group. Moe stated that he has observed an example where one facilitator “may think the other facilitator is not doing it right. Then, staff gets involved and then people start to take sides and a noticeable wedge has been formed. When facilitators start fighting with each other, we have not done our job in training them. Very seldom in Vet-to-Vet have I seen a participant blow up, but I have seen co-facilitators argue with each other. What it boils down to is to be good to each other. This is what we need to do with each other.”
One site said there each site should have a cohesive plan of what to do if they find one person is not a good fit as a facilitator. Tuscaloosa stated their opinion that “we need more training on how to get along with each other. As peer facilitators, we need to behave like professionals. The bottom line is the best program in the world is only as good as the people who facilitate it.  From time to time, some facilitators will have to be dismissed to deliver the best program possible to the vets. If there is a problem, we need to deal with it quickly and quietly so that we can get back to our focus which is helping other veterans.”
Birmingham stated their opinion that said that “if the veteran doesn’t know or believe in how much we care, the veteran is not going to listen to us. So, if there is a division of power, get rid of it and focus on the veteran. Through love, we can share our experiences to help the veteran and they will see that.”
Moe commented that “we all are part of the learning process. We have to help each other. Every day, I can meet with four or five veterans where we can learn from each other and walk away more informed then when we began.”  
Decision regarding upcoming call topics and facilitators:

The next teleconference will be September 22nd at 1:00 PM ET. If you have any further suggestions for the call’s agenda, please email Tricia Sweeney at Patricia.Sweeney@va.gov. Her office telephone number is 781-687-3015. 

